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Introduction
Food councils and various government boards and commissions all act as stakeholders in
our local food systems. Unfortunately, food council members sometimes lack knowledge
on the roles and functions of local governance entities that have the potential to influence
how publicly owned land is used, and how food is grown, consumed and disposed of. This
resource was developed by Community Food Strategies for the network of food councils in
North Carolina to improve cooperation among these actors.
The network of food councils in the state has committed to a collective vision for an
equitable food system that is community-driven and improves the quality of life for all
North Carolinians. This vision is most likely to be achieved when food councils work
together with relevant stakeholders. This document is meant to inspire connections
between local food councils and the various local government entities that have policy
authority over our land and food. M
 aking relationships with your local governance boards
will identify shared goals and champions for your food council priorities.
This document was created using information collected from secondary research and
interviews with local board members. It aims to encourage community participation in
these entities by highlighting board member experiences in the Member Spotlights. Several
food councils in the state have had success when current and former members have joined
local boards. H
 aving a champion within these local governance entities who are aligned
with your food council’s values and priorities can be incredibly helpful in making progress
on your issues.

Feature boards:
●

Boards of Health

●

Planning Boards

●

Farmland Preservation Boards

●

Boards of Education

●

Agricultural Advisory Boards

●

Soil & Water Conservation Districts

●

Parks & Recreation Boards

The report considers the experiences of members from several communities:
●

Fayetteville & Cumberland County

● Chatham County

●

Raleigh

● Cherokee County

● Warren County

● Durham & Durham County

●

●

Charlotte & Mecklenburg County

Wilmington
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County Boards of Health
A county board of health (BOH) serves as “the policy-making, rule-making and adjudicatory
1
body for a county health department.” These boards are obligated to protect and promote
public health in their respective counties and have the authority to create rules and
regulations in order to fulfill that duty. This obligation is often accomplished through a
balance of the regulation of businesses, homes, and public organizations - and of
policymaking - such as public smoking ordinances.
Overall, BOHs have a general mandate to improve public health and educate their
communities. These boards often place an emphasis on education, in schools, and in the
broader community, on issues such as general health, maternal care, HIV/AIDS prevention,
the prevention of communicable diseases, nutritious eating, and the opioid epidemic. BOHs
are also responsible for overseeing the regulation of environmental health and regulating
2
restaurants and businesses for compliance with health codes and requirements.
UNC School of Government has a comprehensive resource explaining the many different
ways BOs operate in North Carolina https://www.sog.unc.edu/resources/faq-collections/key-players-nc-local-public-health-local
-boards-health

Relevance to the Local Food System
Due to the regulatory and policy duties of BOHs, these entities are important allies in food
councils’ work at the intersection of food and health.  They are the gatekeepers for many of
the policies that counties can take on to support healthy eating. One example is a local
BOH setting the policy that all county-run summer camps should provide free lunch, to
address food insecurity issues and make the camps more accessible to low-income families.
Another example is a BOH setting a policy that a certain percentage of the snacks and
beverage options in vending machines on county property must meet certain healthy
vending guidelines.

Members
County BOH members are appointed by a county’s Board of Commissioners. Boards must
represent the “population makeup” of the county and are comprised of eleven members:
1

State of North Carolina, “North Carolina General Statutes Chapter 130A-35 Public Health” Accessed September

28, 2018. https://www.ncleg.net/EnactedLegislation/Statutes/PDF/ByChapter/Chapter_130A.pdf
2

Joshua Miller, "Buncombe Co., NC - Digital Health Department," Buncombe Co., NC - Digital Health Department. Accessed
November 30, 2018. http://buncombe-nc.healthinspections.us/.
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one County Commissioner, t hree general public representatives, and one
representative from each of the following professional fields: licensed engineer,
licensed dentist, licensed optometrist, licensed pharmacist, licensed physician, registered
3
nurse, and licensed veterinarian. These requirements are designed to benefit the
community by bringing together a diverse group that is able to promote a holistic and
collaborative approach to public health policy decisions.

Required Experience
County BOHs have two types of public members—those that serve in their professional
capacity, and those who serve as community representatives. Members filling seats in their
professional capacity must have experience or education in certain specified fields in order
to serve. Members serving in their capacity as community members are less likely to have
to meet requirements for prior experience. Depending on the county, being active in your
local community may be beneficial.
Aside from professional experience, Michael Kilian, member of the Warren County Board
of Health, noted that it can be beneficial to have “one or two board members who are
financially savvy and have a background in accounting, finance or business.” These skills
are important because the board needs to understand budgetary issues. While BOHs have
representation from a variety of health-related fields, all board members are involved in
oversight and discussion of all local health-related issues, whether or not the issues are
applicable to their specific field of expertise.


Appointment Process

For those interested in serving as a member of your local county BOH, a pplying may be as
simple as checking postings in the local newspaper or county social media feed, or making a
phone call. In larger counties, a more rigorous application process may be required.
County BOH members are typically appointed, but the process for joining may vary
depending on the county. IIn a rural county like Warren, that may not have many licensed
engineers or other public health-related professionals, the application process is less
competitive than it may be in more populous counties.

Terms of Service

The term of service for members, excluding the County Commissioner position, is three
years. Members may be re-elected to serve up to three consecutive terms. A BOH member
may serve for more than three consecutive terms if they are the only available individual in
the county that represents their area of professional expertise. The County Commissioner
3

I bid.
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may only serve on the board while in office as a County Commissioner. Board
members must be county residents, with few exceptions due to vacancies and
4
underrepresentation in a professional field.
While all local BOHs are governed by the same North Carolina General Statute, there are
some minor differences between rural and urban boards. For example, Mecklenburg
County’s board operates as the Board of Public Health, Board of Social Services, and Board
of Mental Health. The consolidation of these boards is made possible by a separate North
5
Carolina General Statute and is common among counties with large urban BOHs.
Buncombe County’s Board of Health operates as the county’s Board of Health and Human
Services as well. Governed by North Carolina General Statute 153A-77, consolidated BOH
6
members hold the same positions, but service terms are extended to four years.

Time Commitment
Most BOHs set monthly or quarterly meeting times, depending on the needs of the
county government. While serving on the board, weekly commitments can vary widely.
During searches for new leadership positions, the board may spend additional time
7
researching, interviewing, and choosing these members. Members are encouraged, but
not required, to attend community activities that would benefit from their presence and
8
strengthen the board’s relationship with the community.

Board of Health Member Spotlight
Board Member
♦ Michael Kilian, engineer, Warren County Board of Health

“You have to have people on the board that know the subject matter.”
Michael Kilian
Appointment Process
Michael Kilian was asked to serve on the BOH about twenty years ago, and has been on the
Board ever since. While there are term limits, Kilian has served on the Warren County

4
5

Ibid.

Healthy Corner Stores “Board of Health." Accessed October 01, 2018.
https://www.mecknc.gov/HealthDepartment/AboutUs/Pages/Board of Health.aspx.
6

State of North Carolina, “North Carolina General Statutes Chapter 153A-77.” Accessed October 7,

2018. https://www.ncleg.net/EnactedLegislation/Statutes/PDF/BySection/Chapter_153A/GS_153A-77.pdf
7
8

Ibid.
Ibid.
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BOH as an engineer for so long due to the county’s inability to find another
community member with sufficient qualifications or interest in the position.

Reasons for Joining
When Kilian was called and asked to serve on his county’s BOH, he gladly accepted the
position because “it is a service opportunity to give back to my community.” Kilian’s
most rewarding experiences include assisting and mentoring Warren County Health
Department Directors. He says that supporting them and offering advice has “been very
gratifying over the years.”

“Board members need to have the public or the interest of the
organization at heart and not be driven by any personal agenda. They
need to be looking at the whole picture. It’s not a single-issue board.”
Michael Kilian
Experiences
Depending on the matter at hand, Kilian says he may “defer and listen closely” to another
board member’s experience when discussion pertains to the medical field, since he is not a
medical professional. If there is an environmental health issue, his specific field of
experience (engineering) and the input he provides, is helpful for other board members.
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Farmland Preservation
There are two types of local entities that North Carolina counties typically employ to
support farmland preservation efforts: Farmland Preservation Boards and Agricultural
Advisory Boards. They both have advisory roles and hold influence over the conservation
of local farmland and local government decisions about agriculture, making them
important stakeholders in the local agricultural economy and community food system.
Farmland Preservation Boards
Farmland preservation boards typically administer Voluntary Agricultural Districts
(VADs). These districts are set up by local governments in cooperation with
landowners to limit non-agricultural development near working farmland. The general
framework of VADs is set by state statute, but local programs are set by county
ordinances that detail the application process for the districts, how the districts are
created, and who sits on the Farmland Preservation Board that manages them.9 More
information can be found about VADs here:
https://www.ncagr.gov/Farmlandpreservation/VAD/.
Agricultural Advisory Boards
Agricultural advisory boards provide guidance to county government employees on
issues pertaining to agriculture, conservation, and farmland. In some counties, these
boards are also the local entity that administers their county VAD.
Both types of boards may carry out other policies and programs related to farming,
conservation, and agriculture. This may include initiatives to promote local agriculture or
an expansion of their original VAD program. Buncombe County’s Farmland Preservation
Program is an example of an official county program that w
 as developed to encourage the
voluntary preservation and protection of farmland from non-farm development. Both their
Agricultural Advisory Board and their Soil & Water Conservation District office work
together under the Program to administer their VAD program, provide conservation
easements, and carry out other programs related to farming and agriculture, such as their
Farm Heritage Trail.10

Relevance to the Local Food System

These boards are a direct connection to the farming community. Interacting with them
can help your food council build direct relationships with farmers and to better
9

North Carolina State University, “Warren County Voluntary Agricultural District Ordinance.” Accessed November 18, 2018.
https://projects.ncsu.edu/project/waterprimer/LandPreservationNotebook/PDFOrdinances/WarrenCountySearchable.pdf
10

“Farmland Preservation.” Accessed April 18, 2019.
https://www.buncombecounty.org/governing/depts/soil/farmland-preservation.aspx
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understand their needs. These groups have direct policy impact on issues relating to
conservation and agriculture, so it is a natural fit for food councils to working with
them on agricultural priorities.

Food Council Opportunity
Outside of VAD program administration, the work of farmland
preservation and agriculture advisory boards is heavily dictated by
the level of commitment of county resources to conservation
agriculture by a county’s board of commissioners. Food councils can
support these boards by bringing public attention and
acknowledgment to their work, and by advocating for annual
budget allocations to fund county conservation and agricultural
programs and initiatives.
Several current and past food council members, including Bobby
Tucker of Okfuskee Farm in Chatham County, have participated in
both their local food council and these boards. In Bobby’s case, he is
a current member of the Chatham County Agriculture Advisory
Board and his membership overlapped with his term on the
Chatham Community Food Council. He appreciated the
opportunity to bring food council ideas, like the creation of an
agricultural and farmland preservation trust using tax penalties paid
back to the county through Present Use Value Program, to the
agriculture advisory board. He noted that having community
stakeholders, like a food council, who are willing to provide input as
well as promote and advocate for conservation and agricultural
priorities, can be very beneficial to the work of these boards.

Members
Both types of boards are c omprised either partially or fully of farmers residing within the
county. In many cases, members of both boards are appointed by county officials and are
typically housed under the authority of the local Soil and Water Conservation District.
Not all counties in the state have active farmland preservation boards or agricultural
11
advisory boards. For many counties lacking either of these boards, there may be
11

Author’s interview with Eddie Wood, October 16, 2018.
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another entity that fills that role. One example is Cherokee County where farmland
preservation matters are handled by the Soil and Water Conservation District.

Required Experience

Because these boards advise county commissioners on agricultural issues, a requirement
is that members are connected with agriculture and food production in some regard.
Members have included farmers, restaurateurs, conservationist, and even backyard
gardeners.

Appointment Process

Members are appointed by their boards of commissioners. While there is not an official
election process, if more than one individual expresses interest in holding the same seat
on the board, the commision will vote by ballot. There are typically around fourteen
seats on farmland preservation and agricultural advisory boards. There are often open
seats.

Terms of Service

The term of service for these boards is three years. Members may serve two terms
consecutively but must wait an additional term if seeking a third appointment. However
there are no limits to the total number of terms a member serves.

Time Commitment

The time commitment is fairly minimal with only one 2-hour meeting held each month.

Farmland Preservation Member Spotlight
Board Member
❖ Will Wilson, professor, Durham Farmland Preservation Board

Reasons for Joining
Having grown up on a farm in Minnesota, Will Wilson developed an appreciation of
farming from an early age. When the opportunity arose for him to join Durham’s Farmland
Preservation Board, Wilson was excited to share his expertise and interest in open space
and agricultural issues.12

Experiences

Serving on the board helped Wilson play a major role in the development of the Durham
12

Author’s interview with Will Wilson, October 2018.
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Roots Farmers Market. Created specifically to serve farmers in the Durham County
Watershed, the market does not require any selling quotas for their venders.13 Wilson
says that by removing sales requirements common at most farmers markets, Roots is trying
to provide an opportunity for all sellers, big or small, which he is proud of. The entire
experience of working to establish the market even inspired Wilson to grow his own
market garden and become a vendor himself!

Collaboration and Community
Serving the community is an essential aspect of farmland preservation boards. According
to Wilson, the creation of the Roots Farmers Market helps connect the community to
Durham’s agriculture. Wilson states, “small farmers can feel a bit isolated, so we tried to
connect that farming community to policy makers and the community at large, and
established the market as both a benefit to the small farming community and the Durham
community at large.”

13

Root Durham. Accessed on October 25, 2019. https://durhamrootsfarmersmarket.wordpress.com/
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Parks and Recreation Boards
Parks and recreation boards in North Carolina have authority over many of our cities’ and
counties’ public spaces, including parks, rec centers, sports facilities, trails and greenways.
The overall mission of these boards is to provide leisure and recreation opportunities for
their residents. They work closely with local governments and make policy
recommendations regarding parks and recreation. They also collaborate with other local
authorities, such as planning departments to facilitate real estate transactions related to
public spaces.
More populated counties are likely to have both staff members in their parks department as
14
well as a board or commission that advises staff and city officials. In contrast, smaller,
more rural counties may not have a board, but instead just have Parks and Recreation
Department staff that handles this work on its own. For example, the Cherokee County
15
Parks and Recreation Department has three staff members but no board.
Some parks and rec boards have standing committees or subcommittees that handle
specific areas within the board’s overall responsibilities. For example, the Raleigh Parks,
Recreation, and Greenway Advisory Board has a Greenways and Urban Trees standing
16
committee, which advises the Board on greenway and forestry programs.

Relevance to the Local Food System
Food councils should get to know their parks and rec boards and department staff. T
 hese
groups implement policies that affect publicly owned land, such as allowance of
community gardens, planting of native species, planting of pollinator habitats, and land
management practices like synthetic fertilizer use and/or the spraying of synthetic
herbicides and pesticides.
One example of a parks and rec initiative is Wake County’s Open Space Program, which is
overseen by the Open Space and Parks Advisory Committee. Under this program, the
14

Mecklenburg County, North Carolina, “Parks and Recreation Commissioners.” Accessed October 30, 2018.
https://www.mecknc.gov/ParkandRec/InsideTheDepartment/Pages/PRC%20Commissioners.aspx
15

Cherokee County, North Carolina, “Parks and Recreation.” Accessed October 30, 2018.
https://www.cherokeecounty-nc.gov/directory.aspx?did=39.
16

City of Raleigh, North Carolina, “Parks, Recreation, and Greenways Advisory Board.” Accessed October 30, 2018.

https://www.raleighnc.gov/services/content/BoardsCommissions/Articles/ParksRecGreenwayAdvisoryBoard.html
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county acquires land and opens it to public use in order to promote and protect
17
natural resources, and then encourage the use of public spaces by residents. One
area that has been acquired under this program is the Procter Farm Preserve, which is now a
18
working farm to which the county will add trails and public spaces.

Members
Members of parks and rec boards come from a variety of backgrounds, but most have
shared interests in providing community open space, cultural programming, and promoting
healthy lifestyles.

Required Experience
To be eligible for appointment, one must reside in the city or county that the parks and rec
board serves, and fit the qualifications and demographic requirements placed on the open
19
seat.

Appointment Process
Past and current board members have found the appointment process fairly easy, as
members are typically appointed by their county’s board of commissioners, nominated by
county officials, the city council, or the mayor, or selected following a community
member’s nomination.

Terms of Service

20

Terms of service vary by county, but the average term is three years. Generally, members
must maintain a certain level of attendance at meetings to keep their positions.

Time Commitment
The time commitment varies and depends to some extent on the members’ willingness to
contribute time. Officers typically contribute more time than other members. Heidi Pruess,
Chair of the Mecklenburg County Parks and Recreation Commission, says that as board
21
chair in a large urban county, she spends about ten hours per week on her position.

Parks and Recreation Boards Member Spotlight
17

Wake County, North Carolina, “Wake County Consolidated Open Space Program.” Accessed October 30, 2018.
http://www.wakegov.com/parks/openspace/Documents/os_brochure.pdf
18

Wake County, North Carolina, “Procter Farm Preserve.” Accessed October 30, 2018.
http://www.wakegov.com/parks/about/projects/Pages/procterfarm.aspx
19

20
21

Author’s interview with Patrick Buffkin, October 23, 2018.
Author’s interview with Heidi Pruess, October 31, 2018.
Ibed.
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Board Members
♦ Patrick Buffkin, Raleigh Parks, Recreation, and Greenway Advisory Board, Chair
of the Parks Committee
♦ Crystal Moore-Williams, Fayetteville-Cumberland County Parks and Recreation
Commission

Reasons for Joining
Both Patrick Buffkin and Crystal Moore-Williams joined their local parks and rec boards
because they wanted to support their communities in a tangible way through a
commitment to local parks. They noted that being a part of the decision-making process
was important to them because they want decisions to benefit everyone in their
communities.

“Working on local boards is not as intimidating as it seems. Members are some of the
hardest working and most professional people I know. And they are always open to
hearing the voice of the community.” – Patrick Buffkin
Both believe that their career experience qualified them for their board positions. Buffkin
works as an attorney and has lived in Raleigh for 17 years. Moore-Williams works for
United-Way and has completed extensive leadership training for her job. In addition,
Moore-Williams previously served on the Fayetteville-Cumberland County Human
Relations Committee.

“Continue to push forward...don’t be hesitant, every voice is a voice that needs to be heard.”
Crystal Moore-Williams

Experiences
Buffkin served on one of the three standing committees before becoming the Chair of the
Parks Committee. He spends on average eight to ten hours per month on work for the
Parks Committee, however noted that the workload can be cyclical. Moore-Williams
stated that her only required time commitment is the monthly three-hour meeting, and
that other events were optional such as ribbon cutting ceremonies. She also noted that it
really is up to the individual to decide how much time they want to give to the board.

“New and more diverse board members bring a fresh perspective” – Patrick Buffkin
Buffkin participated in an effort to rework Raleigh’s Recreation Plan to expand the number
of dog parks after several complaints from concerned community members. Both Buffkin
and Moore-Williams worked through their roles to support a variety of all-day summer
NC Local Boards & Commissions: How Local Governance Influences Our Community Food Systems

15

camp programs that provide free food for children in low-income households within
their districts. These programs also o
 ffer financial assistance to enable as many
children as possible to experience recreational and cultural enrichment opportunities.

Planning Boards

Planning boards in North Carolina handle issues pertaining to development and land use
in their communities. Most boards are tasked with serving in an advisory role to their
county commissioners and keep the public informed on issues related to planning and
development. Board members must review and make recommendations on matters related
to commercial and residential developments, land use plans, policies and regulations.
Planning boards can focus on long-term development goals, as well as take quick action to
address pressing problems when necessary. They handle issues like zoning ordinance
amendments, rezoning petitions made by residents, and land subdivisions. Most planning
boards hold public meetings for community members to voice their concerns.
Some rural counties, like Cherokee and Robeson Countries, do not have planning boards.
Planning, development and land use matters are handled by their respective boards of
commissioners. The Town of Lumberton, within Robeson County, has its own planning
board, a situation that occurs in several rural counties in the state.
The work of these boards balances several competing factors including economic
development, affordable housing, open space, community design, business, the needs of a
community, environmental considerations and more. An example of the cross-sector
nature of planning is the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Planning Commission’s Livable City
Policy Statement, which highlights seven key planning principles for the community,
including the development of a better transportation system, increasing access to
nutritious food, and increasing affordable housing options. The Commission has set these
policy goals to guide future regulation and development approvals.22 Efforts like these
demonstrate that local planning policies shape not just the physical structures in North
Carolina cities and counties, but also the experiences of residents and the direction of
development in these areas.

Relevance to the Local Food System
Planning boards can have significant influence over local food policy. Two examples are
decisions regarding the location of grocery stores and food retailers, and the permissibility
of community gardens and farmers’ markets. These Boards also have control over zoning,
something that can be used to restrict or support commercial and community-based
22

Charlotte-Mecklenburg Planning Commission, Liveable Policy Statement. Accessed October 27, 2019.
http://ww.charmeck.org/Planning/Commission/Resources/2016_11_Nov_07_Livable%20City%20Policy%20Statement.pdf
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agricultural enterprises.23 Zoning can also set restrictions on certain uses of property
which can affect residents’ ability to raise certain types of food for themselves or for
sale.
Food Council Opportunity
Several food councils in NC have worked with their planning
boards to address food system issues including the allowance of
commercial crop production within city limits (City of Durham),
zoning to allow for mobile farmers markets and roadside stands in
residential areas (City of Charlotte), zoning to allow for dual-use of
agricultural and solar farms (Montgomery, Anson and Union
Counties), and backyard chicken ordinances (City of Durham).

Members

Planning boards vary in composition and structure across the state, particularly between
rural and urban areas. Boards must have at least three members, but otherwise their size and
organization are open to the local board’s discretion.24 Urban counties, such as
Charlotte-Mecklenburg and Wake, have larger Boards with fourteen and ten board
members, respectively. Rural countries typically have smaller boards, such as Montgomery
and Yadkin, both with five members.

Required Experience
Unlike other boards that require specific qualifications, most planning boards do not
require a particular area of expertise or educational background. Experience in real estate,
community development, housing, and financial management are all appreciated
attributes.

Appointment Process
The process of joining a local planning board varies across cities and counties, with city
council members and county commissioners typically appointing members. Some cities
and their surrounding counties have joint planning boards with members that represent
both the city and the county. One example is the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Planning
Commission, which has five members appointed by the Charlotte City Council, two
appointed by the Charlotte Mayor, and seven appointed by the Mecklenburg County
Board of Commissioners. 25
23

Lovelady, Adam. “Planning Board Basics.” July 24, 2013. Accessed October 25, 2019. h
 ttps://canons.sog.unc.edu/planning-board-basics/
Ibed.
25
Planning Commission Members. Accessed October 25, 2019.
https://charlottenc.gov/planning/AboutUs/Pages/Commission%20Members.aspx
24
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In urban areas, there may be more people seeking out appointment, meaning you may
have to wait your turn to join the board. Others in more rural areas may be appointed the
first time they express interest. Attending planning board meetings as an engaged citizen is
the best way to prove your interest in being appointed and the skills that you would bring
to the board.

Terms of Service

Members are expected to regularly attend meetings. Most appointments are for three-year
terms, with eligibility for reappointment after the first term. Many counties do not restrict
how many times an individual can be re-appointed; however, some do have term limits.
For example, members of the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Planning Commission can only
serve a total of two consecutive three-year terms.

Time Commitment

Sam Spencer, a member of the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Planning Commission, and Donna
Girardot, a member of the New Hanover County Planning Board, both spend a significant
amount of time each month in their position roles. Spencer said his time commitment was
around twenty hours per month, which includes meetings, public hearings, and reading
zoning books. Girardot said that meetings take around twelve hours per month and that
she also spends several hours reviewing documents and visiting the sites of proposed
development projects. Both are members of subcommittees and have leadership positions
on their boards, which increases their time commitment.

Members

Planning Boards Member Spotlight

♦ Sam Spencer, member of the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Planning Commission,
Vice-Chair of the Planning Committee
♦ Donna Girardot, member of the New Hanover County Planning Board, Chair of the
Technical Review Committee, Chair of the Unified Development Ordinance
Committee

“When it comes to the appointment process...showing up is a huge part…the people
who show up and make phone calls, and are well known to the governing bodies that
are appointing them, do better.” – Sam Spencer
Reason for Joining
Spencer said that he had always been politically involved, and he was inspired to join his
local planning commission because it makes important decisions that shape the future of
NC Local Boards & Commissions: How Local Governance Influences Our Community Food Systems
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the city. He wanted to add a younger voice to the group and planning had always
interested him. Girardot was familiar with planning and development issues as well,
and had helped to draft development legislation in the past. From this, she felt she had
business knowledge and skills she could bring to the group. She also feels very strongly
that citizens should engage with local government through public service opportunities like
the planning board.

“I think everyone…should be interactive with boards and commissions, especially
something like a planning board...because the decisions are so important.”
Donna Girardot
Experience on the Board
Spencer and Girardot have had rewarding experiences while serving in their positions.
Spencer expressed that it is very fulfilling to represent the community while working with
developers, and that he is also helping to build Charlotte into a community for the future.
Girardot was proud of the New Hanover County Planning Board’s efforts to rewrite its
decades-old comprehensive plan, which was adopted unanimously by county officials.

“It’s absolutely amazing to work on projects…and see them get built and
see things that you asked for as a representative of the community come
to fruition.” – Sam Spencer
Collaboration and Community
Spencer also noted how important it is for planning boards to integrate public opinion into
all projects. He often meets with community members to discuss potential projects.
Girardot believes that boards’ collaboration with the local community is important because
they make decisions that affect people’s lives, homes, businesses and property. She gave an
example of collaboration that occurred when the board worked on revising the county’s
Special Use Permits. Many community members and local groups were very invested in the
changes, so the board brought these stakeholders together to work on the revisions. The
board and these community members were able to revise the permits to meet various
interests and needs.
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Boards of Education
Except for powers specifically given to the State Board of Education, other authorized
agencies, or school officials, local Boards of Education (BOEs), sometimes referred to as
26
School Boards, have authority over all public school matters in its district. The
responsibilities of board members include, but are not limited to: e mploying the
Superintendent, establishing policy, approving student assignment boundaries, and
overseeing the management of the school district’s major systems, including budget and
27
finance, curriculum and instruction, personnel, and auxiliary services. Board members
also set the mission and tone for the district, often focusing on preparing ‘globally
28
competitive students to be successful in the 21st century.’

Relevance to the Local Food System
With their ability to set the mission and tone of all of the schools within the district, BOEs
are in a unique position to affect change at a very high level. School nutrition programs are
not provided additional funding by the state, and must rely on the following federal
programs to ensure that quality and nourishing food is provided to the children of North
Carolina in all public schools: N
 ational School Lunch Program, School Breakfast Programs,
After School Snack Program, F
 ree and Reduced Lunch Program, F
 resh Fruit & Vegetable
Program, Seamless Summer Option, Summer Food Service Program, Continuation of
NSLP, (CACFP) At-Risk Afterschool Meals Program, and the Special Milk Program.29
Participation in these programs is not mandatory and school systems can choose which
ones they access and at what levels. The state does support school nutrition efforts through
the Department of Agriculture’s NC Farm to School Program, which school systems can
opt into to by NC-grown products30.
BOEs can set the directive for the focus of Child Nutrition Programs and for agricultural
vocational training opportunities. BOEs can work to find additional funding to address
student food and nutrition (including the purchase of local foods), farm to school activities,
and waste recovery. For all of these reasons, food councils should build relationships with
their BOE members, and get to know which programs and opportunities are being

26

 North Carolina School Boards Association, "About NC School Boards." Accessed October 01, 2018.
https://www.ncsba.org/news-resources/board-member-knowledge-base/about-nc-school-boards/.
27
28
29
30

Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools, "Home." Accessed October 01, 2018. h
 ttp://www.cms.k12.nc.us/boe/Pages/default.aspx.
Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools, "Home." Accessed October 01, 2018. http://www.cms.k12.nc.us/boe/Pages/default.aspx.
Public SChools of NC, “School Nutrition Programs.” Accessed October 27, 2019. https://childnutrition.ncpublicschools.gov/programs
NC Farm to School Program. Accessed October 27, 2019. h
 ttps://www.ncfarmtoschool.com/
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provided in your local school district to increase farm to school activities and to
support child nutrition programs.

Members

Given that they are structured by and maintain their authority under North Carolina
General Statute 115C, all BOEs are similar in makeup and authority. However, the size of
the district’s school-aged population may affect the number of at-large seats available,
making rural Boards smaller than urban ones. They must have at least five members and
can seat up to nine members.

Required Experience

Interested candidates are not required to possess any specific experience. However,
candidates must meet the following qualifications: be a registered voter, be a resident of
the district they are interested in running for, have at least a high school diploma or
equivalency, not have been convicted of a felony, and not be a current employee of the
district.

Election Process

Board of education members are elected in either at large or district races. Election rules
can be found here - h
 ttps://dl.ncsbe.gov/sboe/SchoolBoardSummary.pdf. Elections are
held every four years and staggered. I nterested candidates should file to run no earlier
than the first Friday in July and no later than the first Friday in August. Elections are
held in early November, with newly elected members taking their seats on the board in
December. More information on the laws and regulations of each county BOE in North
Carolina are detailed on page 82 in the above link.
Some people in rural countries may have the opportunity to run for a board seat
unopposed. Others in rural countries may face multiple challenges for open seats. This
leads to wide variation in the costs of running for BOE, making it difficult to pin down
the exact cost of seeking this office. One way to assess the cost of running in your
community is to review the campaign finance reports filed by candidates in recent
elections. These reports are public and may be accessed at your county’s BOE website.

Terms of Service

The terms of service for BOE members is four years. Members cannot serve two terms in
succession. Newly elected members take their oath of office in December of the election
year.
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BOE positions are paid and the salary is meant to support members in traveling to and
attending meetings. Salaries vary widely by county, with Wake County’s BOE
compensation being on the higher end with Board members earning $17,000 per year plus
expenses.

Time Commitment

Time commitments and experiences on BOEs are dependent on the time of the year as
well as the individual’s level of involvement and engagement. Christine Kushner, Wake
County School Board member, noted that her most hectic time was when she was Chair
and served on multiple subcommittees including the search committee for a new
Superintendent. She noted that her obligations peak in the beginning of the school year
and in the late spring weeks leading up to graduation.

Board of Education Member Spotlight
Board Member

♦ Christine Kushner, Wake County Board of Education Member

Running for Office
Kushner noted that every one of her elections was different. She first ran for her seat
against an opponent and raised over $50,000 dollars to successfully run her campaign. In
contrast, BOE officials in rural Dare County only spent about $7,000 on their campaigns.
In Kushner’s most recent election, she ran unopposed but still raised some money to fund a
small campaign and to donate funds to the campaigns of like-minded, pro-education
candidates in other elections across the state.

“Putting the right people in leadership roles is our most important
achievement.” - Christine Kushner
Reasons for Joining

Kushner’s primary motivation for running for her local BOE is her desire to maintain
high-quality schools for her community. As a mother of two children who attended Wake
County Public Schools, she believes that an effective public school was essential to the
success of her community. Although not a career politician, Kushner credits most of her
success to near perfect attendance at BOE meetings in the years leading up to her election.
Her ability to learn about the process firsthand was crucial in her campaign and eventually
working on the Board.

“ I've been asked so many times to describe a typical day on a school board
and there really isn't one.” – Christine Kushner
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Experience on the Board
Kushner highlighted her major accomplishments as her frequent school visits and her
ability to hire exceptional leaders in two Superintendents and the new Director of the
Child Nutrition Program.

“Public schools are the foundation of our democracy, our economy, and
our public life. All kids need access to high quality education.”
Christine Kushner
Collaboration and Community
BOEs can participate in their communities in numerous ways, both as a governance board
and as advocates for change in schools. Kushner noted that one of the top priorities of
Wake’s Board has been working with the local Interfaith Food Shuttle Backpack Buddies
program to help provide students with meals on the weekends. In addition, the Board
expanded the county’s Free and Reduced Lunch Program to help the more than 1-in-3 food
insecure students in Wake County.
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Soil and Water Conservation Districts
31

North Carolina has 96 Soil and Water Conservation Districts across its 100 counties.
32
These districts are responsible for overseeing the management of local natural resources.
33
Members of these districts are referred to as Supervisors. They do not have enforcement
34
authority but instead work with residents and businesses on a voluntary basis.
Conservation Districts primarily provide the community with information on best
management conservation practices and connect them with conservation resources. In
accordance with NC General Statute 139, nearly every District has an Agricultural Cost
35
Share Program as well as an Agricultural Water Resources Assistance Program. The Cost
Share Program allows agricultural producers to apply for technical and financial support
36
from the District to support them in using environmentally sound agricultural practices.
The Agricultural Water Resource Assistance Program provides funding for water
37
conservation efforts as well as building new lakes, rivers, and other bodies of clean water.
In rural counties, many Districts maintain a Beavertail Bounty Program, offering financial
38
incentives for beaver tails in an effort to control the beaver population.
Urban conservation districts, like Wake County Soil & Water District, often assist urban
and suburban areas with the unique challenges they face in preserving their natural
resources by solving erosion problems and promoting more environmentally friendly
39
fertilizer use. Districts also develop and implement educational conservation programs

31

"About the Division of Soil & Water Conservation," North Carolina Department of Agriculture & Consumer Sciences. Accessed
November 26, 2018. http://www.ncagr.gov/SWC/about-the-division.html.
32
33
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Ibed.
North Carolina Code §
 139-3(13).
Ibid.
North Carolina Code § 139-4 (d)(9).

"Cost Share Programs- Agriculture Cost Share Programs," North Carolina Department of Agriculture & Consumer Sciences.
Accessed November 26, 2018. http://www.ncagr.gov/SWC/costshareprograms/ACSP/index.html.
37
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Ibed.

North Carolina Wildlife Resources Commission, N
 orth Carolina Beaver Management Assistance Program (BMAP) FY 2010 (October
2009 – September 2010) Policies and procedures, September 08, 2009. Accessed November 26, 2018.
https://www.ncwildlife.org/Portals/0/Learning/documents/Species/BMAP_policies.pdf.
39

Jessica D. Pope, "Urban Agriculture," Soil & Water Conservation District, December 29, 2017. Accessed November 26, 2018.
http://www.wakegov.com/swcd/Pages/urban_agriculture.aspx.
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40

for the community. These programs are designed to inform the community about
the region’s ecology and build a practical understanding of sound ecological practices.
41
Some districts even maintain mobile soil labs and others participate in diorama
42
constructions. Many districts sponsor youth in statewide conservation contests designed
43
to promote innovation in protecting natural resources.

Relevance to the Local Food System

District Supervisors and staff typically have relationships with many farmers in their
districts, and are a direct connection to commercial agricultural enterprises who are
engaging in conservation practices. Food councils interested in land use and conservation
should build relationships with their district Supervisors and staff to explore avenues for
collaboration.

Members

Soil and water conservation districts are comprised of five Supervisors. Some districts have
staff that support the Supervisors in administrative and programmatic functions.

Required Experience

While there is not a specified requirement of prior experience, it is suggested that
supervisors have working knowledge of conservation techniques in order to most
44
effectively assist community members.

Appointment & Election Process

According to North Carolina General Statute 139-6, three supervisors are elected in
county-wide elections and two members are appointed by the North Carolina Soil and
45 46
Water Commission.
During the nonpartisan election process, the focus is on the
candidates’ credentials. There is a fixed cost of $5 to file as a candidate running for a
Supervisor seat; additional costs for campaign materials vary depending on the
competitiveness of the election.

40

"Educational Programs," North Carolina Department of Agriculture & Consumer Sciences. Accessed November 26, 2018.
http://www.ncagr.gov/SWC/educational/index.html.
41

42

Ibed.

"Soil & Water Conservation Districts Education Programs," North Carolina Department of Agriculture & Consumer Sciences.
Accessed November 26, 2018. http://www.ncagr.gov/SWC/educational/mobilesoilsclassroom.html.
43

"Education Programs- Envirothon," North Carolina Department of Agriculture & Consumer Sciences. Accessed November 26, 2018.
http://www.ncagr.gov/SWC/educational/envirothon.html.
44
45
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Author’s interview with Gray Newman, November 2, 2018.
North Carolina Code §
  139-7.
Author’s interview with Eddie Wood, October 16, 2018.
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For the three that are elected, campaign expenses can be a barrier to many people who
cannot afford to run a campaign or do not have the means of organizing fundraisers.
This barrier to entry results in districts beingless representative of the entire community.

Terms of Service

Each Supervisor serves a term of four years and elections occur every two years. After each
term, Supervisors can run for re-election. There are limits to the number of terms an
individual may serve.
District Supervisors are reimbursed for each day of official service; this includes official
monthly board meetings, spot checks, area meetings, annual state meetings, supervisor
training at UNC-School of Government, and commission meetings. Travel reimbursement
rates and policies are set by the Office of State Budget Management and cover the cost of
travel and time to attend the meets. 47

Time Commitment

Because responsibilities can include travelling, state meetings, trainings, and community
activities, the time commitment is significant. It is estimated that each Supervisor commits
at least ten to fifteen hours per month.

Historic Spotlight: Warren County Soil & Water Conservation District
One example of the positive impact of Soil and Water Conservation
Districts comes from a case of environmental damage. In 1982,
approximately 31,000 tons of hazardous waste, including the chemical
Polychlorinated Biphenyl (PCB), was illegally dumped along NC
highways. In one of the most controversial decisions ever made by the
agency, the Environmental Protection Agency bought a bankrupt
farm in Warren County and dug a hole to be the dump site for the
discarded waste. The area chosen within the community was
predominantly populated by low-income African-American residents
who relied on healthy, fertile soil for farming.
Warren County leaders and Supervisors on the Soil & Water
Conservation District gained national attention as they supported
community activists who led weeks of protests against the EPA. Over
48
55 people were arrested throughout the weeks of protesting. In 2004,
the District was finally able to declare the dump sites clean after
47

“Supervisor Travel.” Accessed April 18, 2019. http://www.ncagr.gov/SWC/districts/forms.html
Matt Reimann, "The EPA Chose This County for a Toxic Dump Because Its Residents Were 'few, Black, and Poor,'" Timeline, April
03, 2017. Accessed November 26, 2018. https://timeline.com/warren-county-dumping-race-4d8fe8de06cb.
48
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countless efforts to detoxify the region. Many scholars and activists
credit the protests and the national attention with sparking the
environmental justice movement that has taken place over the past
49
30-plus years.

Soil and Water Conservation Districts Member Spotlight

Board Members

♦ Gray Newman, former Supervisor of Mecklenburg County Soil and Water
Conservation District
♦ Eddie Wood, Supervisor of Cherokee County Soil and Water District

Election Process

Newman noted that the election in his more urban area was competitive, while Wood
mentioned that in a more rural community, candidates typically run unopposed. Newman
reportedly spent nearly $1,000 on his campaign (which is on the low-end for the cost of
candidacy in an urban area). Comparatively, Wood did not spend any money on his first
election.
When asked about challenges within the process, Newman noted that it is difficult to run
for the position when the general public is not aware of the work of districts.

Prior Experience and Reasons for Joining

When asked why the Supervisors ran, both said they were encouraged to run by previous
Supervisors. Newman felt compelled to get involved because of his career as a civil
engineer with a specialization in erosion control and wetland protection. Wood is a farmer
and admires the district’s ability to “get things done.” He highlighted that the work was
more personal when the federal and state project dollars go back into the local community.
While both of these Supervisors bring a wealth of experience with them, Wood noted that
conservation experience was not absolutely necessary, stating “Anyone can learn while in
the position and make an impact if they care about the issues.”

“We did something, instead of just talking about it.” – Eddie Wood
Experience on the Board

Newman served on the Mecklenburg County Soil & Water Board for ten years, serving as
49

Jennifer Bollinger, "PCB Site Declared Clean," The Warren Record, June 16, 2004. Accessed November 26, 2018.
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Chair for part of that time. As the Chair, he spent ten to fifteen hours per month
working for the District. A fond memory of his time on the Board is when he and his
colleagues raised money for an outdoor classroom for a local school. During the
ribbon-cutting ceremony, children ran up to the Supervisors and wanted to show them
what they had been growing in their school garden. Wood recounted two of his proudest
achievements: securing funds for stream bank restoration and the expansion of
conservation education resources.

Collaboration and Community
Often, conservation district members serve as the primary source of contact for farmers
within their county regarding conservation matters. Residents call the district Supervisors
if they need assistance, and Supervisors do engagement with the broader community to let
them know about the resources that districts provide. However, without an enforcement
mandate and districts serving in an advisory capacity, Supervisors mostly rely on residents
and businesses to reach out to them for support with conservation issues.
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Taking The Next Steps
Taking the next steps to engage with these entities, and even to join one or run for a seat in
an election, can seem daunting. Hopefully the information in this document makes those
steps a little less intimidating. We encourage food councils across the state to build
relationships with members of these local entities and to explore opportunities for
collaboration. We also encourage food council members to run for and join these groups as
a way to increase their direct influence over community food system priorities.
Community Food Strategies has resources on our website to support food councils in
engaging in their work - including policy and advocacy. Please visit us at
www.communityfoodstrategies.org.
If you or someone in your food council in North Carolina is interested in getting involved
with your local boards or commissions, and would like to have a conversation with our
team, please email us at communityfoodstrategies@gmail.com.
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